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NATIONAL PARKS: THE AMERICAN EXPERIENCE
By ALFRED RUNTE

Lincoln and London: University of Nebraska Press. 1979.
Pp. 240. $16.50,
More than a century ago the United States established the world's
first national park, pioneering a new form of land use. National parks
since have acquired a special, almost mythical, place in the American
mind. Despite our reverence for national parks, however, we still are
not quite sure that they are or should be-resorts and playgrounds, or
untrammeled wilderness.
We cannot appreciate the role of national parks without first
examining the origins of the national park concept, which Alfred
Runte does admirably in this volume. This is not a history of national parks or of the national park system; rather it is a history of
the idea of national parks. The well-documented study provides an
interpretation of the evolution of the national park concept from its
genesis, through its development and refinement, to recurring threats
to its survival.
Although national parks are managed today for their wilderness
and environmental values, there were more pragmatic reasons for
their establishment, reflecting growing American nationalism. In the
absence of cultural antiquities, the young nation turned to its natural
wonders as surrogates for castles, cathedrals, or great art. Yosemite
Valley and Old Faithful would serve nicely as objects of nationalistic
pride, but only monumental works of nature-the dramatic, the
spectacular-would do. There was no thought that these should
represent complete natural environments.
Growth of the national park system suffered from the notion that
parks must not interfere with progress; logging, grazing, mining,
water storage, all took priority over parks. Consequently only
"worthless lands" might become parks, an attitude which still prevails. For national parks to survive it was necessary to show that
scenery had value. Park supporters promoted increased use, citing
such benefits as improved national health and the retention of tourist
dollars at home. Under a "See America First" campaign, national
parks became major tourist attractions. More visitors meant more
popular support and, hence, more secure parks.
As the park system matured, the emphasis upon monumental
grandeur gave way to protection of broader environmental values,
starting with the establishment of Everglades National Park in 1934.
Living landscapes, more than simply dramatic scenery, became the
focus of national parks. At the same time, however, park boundaries
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did not encompass complete biological units. Although ecosystem
management became the trend, inadequate park boundaries often
hampered its implementation.
Runte demonstrates that many problems facing national parks
today are the product of the past; heavy use, economic competition,
inadequate ecosystem protection, and pressures for development of
visitor facilities and sideshows are all logical extensions of the way
national parks were perceived in their early years.
National Parks: The American Experience is essential reading for
an understanding of the origins, the development, and the future of
the national park idea. It will take its place as a standard work on the
subject, adding to but not replacing such established books as John
Ise's Our National Park Policy and Roderick Nash's Wilderness and
the American Mind.
HENRY A. RAUP
Department of Geography
Western Michigan University

